Juan Downey was an upper-middle-class Chilean intellectual who, like most South American intellectuals at the time, felt strong links with Europe and had sympathies for Cuba. Not surprisingly, upon graduating as an architect in 1961, he left Santiago for Madrid, Barcelona and later Paris, and only somewhat reluctantly did he accept, in 1965, an invitation to go to the US, where he might have been surprised to be considered Latin American. Upon his arrival in Washington DC, he experimented with all kinds of technologies -from robots to radio waves and photoelectric cells -to create interactive installations and performances, which attempted to visualise the systems of energy that, although invisible to the naked eye, define our physical, emotional and ideological environments. Developed for the US iteration of the landmark exhibition 'Cybernetic Serendipity', With Energy Beyond hese Walls: A System of Two Sculptures (1969) , for example, stages a dialogue between two sculptures and the urban environment outside the gallery: a roughly anthropomorphic, boxy, white sculpture equipped with sensors translates diferent sources of energy such as heat or radio waves into musical tones, which are, in turn, broadcast by an amplifier.
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As Downey began to experiment with time-based media such as dance and video, a technology which was just becoming available to artists at the time, personal interaction with these systems of energy became increasingly pivotal to his work. In Invisible Energy Dictates a Dance Concert (1969) , five dancers responded to the music created by sensors placed near the Smithsonian in Washington, whilst in Energy Fields (1972) , which he developed after relocating to New York in 1969, a group of dancers interacted with ultrasonic waves in the gallery space so as to render this energy field visible with their movements.
2
If these works helped make the gallery walls porous to the outside world, Downey's experimentation with the feedback capacity of video led him to focus on collective forms of spiritual, emotional and psychological energy. In hree Way Communication by Light (1972) , three performers are each placed at the vertex of a triangle, their faces painted white to become the screen upon which the prerecorded footage of another performer's portrait is projected. A small mirror shows them their transformation, while a video monitor plays it back to the audience after the performance is over. At the same time, a laser beam projects yet another performer's voice, furthering the confusion between the three selves. he idea of transfiguration is taken up again in Plato Now (1973) , in which nine performers are sat in a line, all facing the gallery wall, and are submerged in meditation, as they listen to pre-recorded selections of Plato's dialogues on headphones. These videos were later incorporated into several performances and installations, which explored the tension between the spatial continuity and the dislocation articulated in the tapes. In the performance Video Trans Americas De-Briefing Pyramid (1974) , Downey suspended a dozen monitors from the ceiling to form a square, and placed another two monitors in its centre, one near to the ceiling and the other one on the floor, to create an octahedron based on the proportions of the Great Pyramid of Giza. Placed at the centre of the space, Beuchat performed a slow dance that resonated with the images of South American pyramids that Downey had recorded during his expeditions, which were broadcast to the monitors. But perhaps the most iconic and widely reproduced presentation of the series was the installation that Downey created for his exhibition 'Video Trans Americas' at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston (4 June-4 July 1976 Presumably, to this day, the Yanomami are hardly aware that they were, and are, fodder for ink-spilling wars, which we do not need to delve further into. Suice it to say that before living with the Yanomami Downey had clearly read both Chagnon's and Lizot's accounts and, as we shall see, in his videos he adopts one or the other anthropologist's views with equanimity, which is rather surprising.
During his stay with the Yanomami, Downey produced a vast and diverse body of work. Informed by his practice of meditation as well as the colours associated with the psychedelic experiences of the Yanomami during shamanic rituals, he made over a hundred drawings of circles and spirals in yellow, grey and white, which he later also penned on cartographic representations, as if attempting to map the energetic fields of the South American continent. In addition, he also produced black-and-white photographs, photographic collages and video footage that he later edited as single-channel tapes as well as multi-channel installations. Amongst these, the most enthralling is he Circle of Fires (1979) , a threechannel video that is shown across six pairs of monitors displayed in a circular configuration, so that the channels are combined in diferent permutations. he installation shows gestures, expressions, attitudes, gazes, body paint and body parts such as half-faces, torsos, legs, feet and hands, in which the actions read as a litany of movement: grating, paddling, cutting, knotting, throwing oneself in one's hammock and letting one's hand hang from it, lying sickly in it, delousing, nursing, taking food to one's mouth, looking, singing, chanting, healing, lying still, parading in the village, placing one's foot, laughing. We see fibres too, and water, flowers, ropes, trees, leaves, bark, stones, a mountain. And then, we hear a child crying, the sound of water flowing, bird cries, human voices, songs, a glimpse at a universe of sounds. After watching the videos, one feels able to recognise a Yanomami just by bodily attitudes.
he single-channel video he Singing Mute , by contrast, is peppered with references -are they serious, are they mocking? -to Chagnon's portrait of the Yanomami as fierce people. Such ferocity is invoked in a sequence where two young men, one with a loaded shotgun and the other with a bow and arrow, seemingly threaten Downey, to which he responds by pointing his camera, a dangerous weapon if any. Showing no fear, the young men lower their weapons and the episode makes for good laughs in the village. he film somewhat mimics a National Geographic documentary in its choice of topics: shamanic healing, hallucinogens being blown into shamans' noses, visions and even endocannibalism. hese scenes, however, also contain subjective elements that defy the conventional documentarian's veneer of objectivity. It is Downey's adolescent stepdaughter, for example, who tells us about the Yanomami's beliefs such as the myth of origin of women, who are thought to have been born from a man's pregnant leg, while in another scene we see Downey speaking on the phone from New York (perhaps a metaphor for communicating with distant entities). Further, unlike in observational documentaries, here the video camera and its recordings take centre stage, both in a confrontation with two threatening youngsters and then when a Yanomami crowd watch the footage of a deaf mute who insisted on being filmed.
he Abandoned Shabono (1978) gives us yet another picture. Or rather two diferent pictures, since it can itself be seen as operating on two diferent registers. One is an account of a view alternative to Chagnon's portrayal of the Yanomami, articulated through an Downey's interest in the idea of cyclical reiteration signals an efort not so much to understand another reality as to partake in a certain cadence of life.
interview with Lizot himself, who further references the work of Clastres and Sahlins. A number of readings reminiscent of classical ethnography are displayed: the video shows us how the shabono (a circular, uninterrupted sequence of hearths under a single roof, which essentially constitutes the village) is a microcosm of the Yanomami view of the universe, where dramatic shamanic performances replicate cosmology. he map of the households within the shabono is also a graphic version of the Yanomami kinship system and marriage rules, where descent is traced through males. he video's explanation of these kinship structures borrows freely from its ethnographic sources: he Abandoned Shabono chronicles how the Yanomani form alliances through inter-village feasts, which can often degenerate into fights; how they oppose central power and the chief has more duties rather than actual power (this is Clastres); how they form a society of leisure (this is Sahlins), spending no more than three or four hours a day of work time; and, last but not least, how they consume three times the protein they need (this is Sahlins again, opposing ecological determinism). he corollary of the series of traits that Downey espoused was that the Yanomami lacked nothing in their economic and political organisationrather they had chosen the good life, with no bosses or labour duties pestering them. One could insert this view into a longue durée of the French philosophical tradition that started with Montaigne in the sixteenth century -which was itself based on first-hand contemporary accounts of indigenous peoples in South America.
At the same time, one may suspect he Abandoned Shabono to be a parody of authoritative voices, an anticipation of the sort of critique that flooded the field of anthropology in the US after the mid1980s. In contrast to his earlier work, whose editing sought to mimic the rhythm of life of its subjects, Downey here seems to emphasise the trappings that connote authority in such a setting: the interview between Downey and Lizot, for example, is formally staged, as if it was intended for television broadcast, with a neatly combed Downey wearing a jacket and tie and Lizot answering in French, with simultaneous translation.
Also remarkable is the sharp contrast between Downey's own reading of the Yanomami and anthropological discourse, be it Chagnon's or Lizot's. What struck Downey, as is clear in the comments at the start of the video, is the Yanomami's sense of impermanence: these people abandon their villages after some time and move elsewhere. he forest reclaims every trace of their existence: villages, gardens and trails disappear after a while. his was a profound and original insight by Downey, for indeed the Yanomami are masters in the art of impermanence. heir dead are to be forgotten, their names not to be uttered. heir flesh is left to rot away, their bones are carefully burned and their ashes, mixed in a plantain porridge, are swallowed by their close relatives. Only the living are to live. Downey appeared seduced by this sense of a revolving cycle of life and in his subsequent video, he Laughing Alligator (1979), he expresses a wish to be buried inside another human body -to be eaten up, in short. He voices this desire, importantly, with his body painted in the jagged striped style of the Yanomami.
Was that desire to be 'eaten up' by the Yanomami to be understood as the ultimate pursuit of an original South American identity? It would be facile to label Juan Downey as an illumination-seeker, haunting so-called primitive tribesalthough in Guahibo he does state that he is 'looking for very pure Indians, looking for very primitive minds'. he Venezuelan Guahibo Indians, he said, wear pants or dresses, and would not do -hence the Yanomami, those 'hard-to-find, pure Indians' that look like the terminus ad quem of Downey's quest for his 'own self in South America'. With such a story, what would distinguish Downey from any other new-age identity or wisdom seeker? 'If I could only lean my head on your secret vitality', the video continues, but then he goes on to state: 'and let the river of our dialogue never stop…' his latter sentence makes all the diference. By the end of his Videobildung, Downey's quest is no longer for identity, but rather, much more wisely, for dialogue.
'Complex Indian nature', he says, 'let's talk'.
• If in the late 1970s Downey ofered the Yanomami the opportunity to shoot sequences themselves, some ten years later, Brazilian indigenous peoples were already shooting their own videos, with the assistance of the project Video nas Aldeias (Video in Indigenous Villages), initiated by Vincent Carelli at the Centro de Trabalho Indigenista (Centre for Work with Indigenous Peoples) in São Paulo and Brasilia.
11 Since then, videos made by indigenous peoples have become instrumental in many ways. Some have been used for self-representation, with long exhaustive sequences of rituals. But they have also been put to explicit political use, focusing on encroachments and other violations of indigenous rights. During the harsh debates on indigenous rights at the Brazilian Constitutional Assembly in 1988, for example, Kayapo peoples were strongly present in Brasilia, some using video cameras to record the politicians' utterances so as to report their own version of the disputes back to their communities.
here have been several attempts to build a writing orthodoxy for indigenous languages, of which more than 180 are spoken today in Brazil: from the early colonial Jesuit precursors to the US evangelical missionaries from the Summer Institute of Linguistics and New Tribes Missions, who have more recently outnumbered linguists and NGOs in trying to establish and stabilise indigenous languages' writing with the aim of translating and disseminating the Bible and its teachings. Although the 1988 Brazilian Constitution mandated that children should acquire literacy in their mother tongue, including indigenous languages, to this day indigenous parents question the utility of writing in the local language and press for more fluency in Brazilian Portuguese. Writing in local languages, it is felt, may undermine oral tradition and elders' authority. While the politics of writing is still in debate, indigenous youngsters have found in video instead a much more useful and direct medium for communication, one that respects an oral authoritative regime and bypasses written servitude. When viewed against the backdrop of Downey's work with the Yanomami, these videos can be seen to embody something of the artist's 'communications utopia' -his longing for a 'diversity of signals' that would 'harmonise the act of perceiving with the self's projection onto the culture' and thus oppose the 'pyramidal oppressive hierarchy' of the mass media. 
